' I KEITRY  LAUHKKS. 

Statesman,  Patriot.  Imprisoned  in  London  Tower. 


Henry  end  John  Laurens,  tather  and  son,  iornin^-  of  Huguenot  ancestry, 
and  natives  of  South  Carolina.,  i^layed  leading  roles  during  the  American 

Revolution  and  participated  in  some  of  its  most  stirring  events. 

John,  the  son,  scarcely  less  noted  than  the  father,  gave  many  ex- 
amples of  extraordinary  valor,  calling  forth,  as  did  acts  of  his 
father,  in  Europe,  plaudits  even  from  their  country’s  enemies. 

Henry  Laurens  deserves  notice  not  only  for  the  leading  part  he  took 
in  early  revoluti onary  movements,  but  for  his  intellectual  attain- 
ments and  statesmanship,  and  for  his  inflexible  loyaJLty  to  his  country 
under  , most  trying  circumstances. 

He  was  born  in  Charleston  in  1724.  Kis  education  tips  got  in  Eng- 
land, and  returning  home  he  later  became  a leading  merchant;  ” air;a.sBing 
great  wealth.”  . Retiring  early  from  business,  in  1770,  to  returned 
to  Europe  to  superintend  the  education  of  his  children.  Thile  there  he 
neglected  no  o^jportunity  to  speak  of  the  wrongs  suffered  by  his 
country,  and  asked  for  redress.  In  1774  he  again  came  to  Charleston 
and  was  chosen  president  of  the  Provincial  Congress  and  council  of 
safety.  His  speeches  and  printed  pamphlets  against  Hritish  oppress- 

ion showed  the  keen  mind  of  an  able  lawyer.  In  1776,  having  been 
elected  a delegate  to  Congress^ he  was  later  elected  its  President, 
serving  over  a year  from  November  firsts  1777. 

A treaty  was  proposed  with  Holland^ and  in  1779  Henry  Laurens  was 
selected  by  Congress  as  minister  to  that  country.  He  sailed  in  1780 

in  a packet  named  the  » MercuryV-  vessel  is  statea  to  hav^  been 

ladened  with  tobacco. 

An  exciting  event  took  place  on  the  3rd  of  September,  while  the 
ship  was  sailing  off  the  banks  of  Hew  Foundland.  Captain  Keppel,  of 
the  British  war-ship  ’’Vestal”  sighted  the  "Mercury”  and.  gave  chase. 
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When  Laurens  saw  the  British  ship  approaching  he  threw  overboard 
a box  containing  his  private  papers.  But  the  weights  attached  were  too 
light  to  properly  sink  it.  One  of  the  sailors  from  the  '’Vestal” 
dived  overboard  and  by  his  agility,  managed  to  keep  the  precious  box 
afloat  until  his  c oirji^anions  and  crew  assisted  him  in  recovering  it. 
I:ii^->ortant  pa^jcrs,  sr.me  of  tjiem  involving  great  in(iividuals  in  both 
Holland,  "n^ntiland  and  A,rnerica,  were  discovered  in  the  contents,  along 
witn  the  propose^ij  treaty  with  Holland,  '^he  Butch  minister^  fefusing  to 
repudia,te  the  treaty,  'England,  by  this  discovery^  soon  declared  war  on 
that  re^uiblic. 

Cai^tain  Kei^i^el  took  his  dis tingtiished  captive  to  'Rngiand, 
where  strict  instructions  w-ere  giVen  to  have  him  strongly  guarded 
and  brought  to  London.  ’^ne  lieutenp.nt  rode  with  him  in  a.  chaise, 
while  two  others  followed  in  another  behind. 

Laurens’  status  in  'Flngland  was  for  a time  a puzzle-  Some 
judged  him  to  be  an  American  captive, 'while  others  declared  him  to  be 
a rebel  and  traJ.tor.  Healizing  Lauren’s  importance  and  position,  high 
officials  subjected  him  to  a close  and  prolonged  examination,  a.n  or- 
deal which  proved  his  astuteness  and  loyalty,  and  his  ability  to  t ake 
care  of  himself  in  the  presence  of  the  Solicitorwieneral,  three 
secretaries  of  state  and  several  under  secretaries,  all  of  whom  lent  a 
hand.  His  ability  in  baffling  his  inquisitors  called  forth  praise 
and  poetry  even  from  his  enemies.  ” H0||  ^ declares  IJpcott^  the  Hrigli  sh 
historian,”  raust  extort  admiration  from  the  most  attacheo  and  enthusias 
tic  ^--artisan .”  . ?^!essrs,  Germaine,  SJormont  and  Hillsborough  asked 
him  questions  of  which  the  following  are  samples:  ” Ts  your  name 
Henry  Laurens?”  "It  is.”  Are  you  the  same  Henry  Laurens  who  was 

President  of  the  American  Congress?”  ” T axa.”  . 

” We  are  ordered  by  the  King  and  Council  to  e/amine  you,  and  have 

certain  questions  to  proj^ose  to  you.” 

"Your  Lordships  may  save  yourselves  the  trouble  of  an  exa^uinati on 
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■ii.Sir,  we  are  directed  to  coirjuit  your  j.)erson  to  the  '”ower,"  ” I 


a:n  ready  to  cat  tend/'  replied  the  dmx:)erturbed  Laurens”  « 

ctKvv^  >u>9^  C.  s-U-ii  ..  „ , . . . a'  , 'X> 

tne  solicitor  General  ^ u ! 


CJ  Besides  the  Sccretarie's  who  interrogated  him 
and  Secretaries  to  both  Stormont  and  Ger.'^jaint 


a hand. 


t\  0^^ 


In  reply  to  ^jarticular  questions,  Laurens  merely  bowed,  .thanked  them 


for  their  couctesies  and  attentions  he  had  received  since  his 
captivity,  but  in  ail  malSers  relating  to  his  country  he  kept  tlie  most 
inviolable  silence.  Addressing  the  under  Secretaries,  who  with  pen, 
ink  and  paper  were  ready  put  down  every  word  into  the  record,  Laurenf 
coolly  remarked,  ” Your  paper,  gentlemen,  will  certainly  retain 
its  original  purity  for  anything  that  falls  from  me,  for  on  this  subjec  r 
I neither  can,  nor  \vill,  give  the  smallest  information.  ” Mr, Mans- 
field, the  Solicitor  General,  tten  co>lf erred  with  their  lordships  as 

* 

to  how  to  brealc  the  pris(/ner’s  silence.  The  lawyer  was  asked  to 
practise  a little  of  his  profession  of  leading  the  witness,  by  first 
asking  trifling  questions  and  then  x^roceedi^^  to  material  subjects, 
and  thus  seduce  Laurens  into  an  inadvertent  reply  on  something  import- 


ant. This  plot  failed  and  Mr.Laurencs  refused  to  unseal  his  lips 

x>c 


after  five  hours  of  question:’ ng His  papers  ” were  sent  to 
Windsor  to  undergo  the  inspection  of  a great  personage  .”  f N/ 


\ 
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After  be i ng  c ommi 1 1 ed  to 


fj- 


it  wa.s  sometime  before  he  was 


allowed  to  have  his  negro  servant  sent  to  his  cell,  but 

i'n 


finally  in  the  presence  of  the  warder 
)^)^^irst  taken  to  a house  in  Scotland  Yard,  where  Sir  Wiliam  Meredith 
-lodged,  the  la^t  r,  who  was  acquainted  with  him,  sent  up  his  name 


comijli merits  and  rwqueste^  an  interview  . Mr. Laurens  replied  with  thank^-^ 
but  said  that  he  did  not  think  it  would  he  altogether  honorable  to  in-- 


dulge  hi.nself  in  any  interview  with  a.  gentleman  however  he  might  other 
wise  wish  it,  whose  professed  political  principles  were  in  a direct 
opposition  to  theirs. 
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" When  Laurens  was  ta^en  tne  minister  blest, 

Thout^ht  Ills  work  was  all  done, 
and  ms  carcase  at  rest; 

" But  from  Willing ton  fetch’d  in 
a mighty  surprise. 

He  shrugged  and  he  rubb ’ d and 
half  opened  his  eyes, 

V.lien  to  London  he  came,  he  looked  awful  wise, 

And  thi«d  for  a moment  to  prop 
up  those  eyes; 

knd  declared  that  the  Gerraan  looked  like  a Scot; 

Yet  was  not  very  sure  if  he  saw  him  or  not. 

"His  Worship,  besure,  to  the  Tower  was  sent; 

As  he  Came  from  his  Lordship  to  Dillingl  on  went; 

In  a few  words  I conclude  my  extempore  lay; 

As  the  man  would  not  speak  I have  nothing  to  say. 

" But Down,  De rry--down." 

Henry  Lauren’s  comr).  ICE:t  ient  to  the  London  Tower  was  directed  to 

the  warden,  designated  as  "Charles  Earl  Cornwallis,  Constable  of  the 

Tower  of  London’^*  Its  wording  ran  : 

" These  are  in  His  Majesty’s  name  to  authorize  you  to  receive 


unto  your  custody  tiie  j^erson  of  Henry  Laurens,  Esqr,,  sent  herewitJ^.  on 
suspicion  of  high  treason,  wnorn  you  are  to  keei)  safe  until  he  shall  be 

delivered  by  due  course  of  law;  for  so  doing  this  is  your  warrant. 

)»  b 

Dated  at  'Vhitehall,  6th  of  October,  1780.  The  three  , Secretaries, 

M »» 

Stormont,  Hillsborough  and  Genna.ine  signed  the  paper. 

There  followed  for  Laurens  more  thadfv  a year  of  close  confinement  in 

Ocrxd  ^ 

prison.  At  first  he  was  refused  permission  to  have  his  negro  servant 
come,  to  his  cell,  but  eventually  this  request  was  acceded  to,  with  the 
warden  always  i)resent  during  “the,  visit. 

Laurens’  imprisonment  vexed  Washington.  Some  letters  give  eyi- 

« 

ddnce  of  the  -^rneric  an  nnmm?^nders  anviety  to  have  him  freed  . An  ex- 
change for  General  Burgoyne  was  suggested.  Meanwhile  events  in  the  Ife.T 
were  working  for  Laurens.  Vorktown  had  surrendered  and  the  Americans 
had  another  valuable  officer  for  exchange  in  the  person  of  Earl  Cornwal- 
lis.. Congress  was  incensed  that  its  former  president  bore  in  min- 


isterial eyes  the  character  of  a state  prisoner,  one  who  might  be  tried 
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for  hi-t,h  treason;  and  passed  a resilution  to  the  effect  tha*  on  account 
of  the  news  that  the  Jiate'  President  of  t ^at  body  -.vas  confined  in  the 
Tower  of  London  as  a state  criminal,  under  pretence  of  his  being 
guilty  of  treasonable  oractices,  " Directs  the  recall  of  Lieutenant** 
General  Burgoyne  and  all  other  prisoners  of  war,  absent  on  their 
paroles  from  nmerica.  ” '^his  sweeping  order  was,  however,  later 
counteriiianded. 

Colonel  John  Laurens,  writing,  in  April,  1782,  to  general  '-Vashingl  on, 
aske(i  that  his  father  be  exchanged  for  Lc.rd  Cornwallis,  sur rendei^jat 
Yorktown.  '‘But  Congress,”  write  'Yashingt on , "showed  the  greatest  re- 
luctance to  exchan^.e  Lord  Cornwallis  upon  any  terms."  Yowever, 
Wa^/iington  persevered,  and  through  his  .^owerful  influence  finally 
secured  authority  to  negotiate  the  exchange.,  \7riting  vigorously  to  Sir 
Guy  Carleton,  the  new  British  commander  in  American  waters,  saj^s : 

' " in  pursurance  of  an  act  of  Congress,  oirecting  me  to 

le.riand  immediately  Li eut . General  Bari  Cornwallis  to  the  United 

States,  unless  the  Honorable  Henry  Laurens  be  forthwith  released 

his 

from  cai^tivity  , and  furnished  with  ijassports  to  any  part  of 

A 

Europe  or  .America..”  This  brought  forth  the  reply  from  Sir  Guy*  — 

"Mr. Laurens  has  been  for  sometime  in  perfect  freedom  and  has  declar- 
ed he  considers  Lord  Cornwallis  exchanged."  On  this  same  account^ 
Dr.Eranklin  had  wri’t'ten,  on  his  O'Nfl  responsibility,  releasing  Corn-  - 
wallis,  and  Earl  Cornwallis  then  took  his  sea.t  in  the  house  of  Peers, 
After  gaining  his  release  from  the  Tower,  Mr. Laurens  visited 
and  ministered  to  the  hundreds  of  American  naval  prisoners  held  in 
prisons  in  England  ,and  arranged  for  their  “transfer  to  .America. 
the  end  of  17g2  he  was  hf/nored  with  the  appointment  by  Congress  as  one 
of  the  ^eace  Cominissi oners  at  Paris  and  signed,  late  in  the  year, 
with  Franklin  and  Jay  the  preliminary  Treaty. 
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Returninc  soon  afteraards  to  America,  he  went  to  his  ' ative  state  and 
thereafter  followed  an  a(^ri cultural  life. 

At  nis  death,  in  Charleston,  in  1792  , his  ixeirs  must  have  been  sarne- 
what  siiocked  at  this  ^^araijraph  in  his  will; 

" Solemnly  enjoin  it  on  my  son,  as  an  indispensable  duty,  that  as 
soon  as  he  conveniently  Ccan,  after  my  decease,  ht^^  cause  my  body  to  be 
wrapped  in  twelve  yards  of  to;,  cloth  and  burned  until  it  be  entirely 
consumed,  and  then,  collecting  my  bones,  deposit  them  wherever  he  may 
think  proper.'  ” h’his  is  said  to  have  been  the,  earliest  instance 
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Please  returned,  if  not  used,  to 


Thomas  L.Eldt-r,  8 W.  57th  Street  ICY 
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